This article explores understandings of, and narratives on, wartime sexual violence against men, as well as some of the questions they raise. Based on interviews conducted since 2009 with male survivors of wartime sexual violence in Burundi and Eastern Congo, the article argues that gender representations that are dominating at local, national but also international levels hinder the acknowledgement of the existence of male survivors of sexual violence, and thus obscure our understanding of the underlying mechanisms sustaining wartime sexual violence. The article explores what accounts for such a silencing at the local, national and international levels, from stories of sexual violence where men always stand as perpetrators, to patriarchal cultures associating masculinity with strength, protection and invulnerability, and to (post)colonial representations of violence and masculinity in the developing world.
Over the past decades, wartime sexual violence, and in particular wartime rape, has attracted a lot of political, academic and media attention. Horrendous stories of gang rapes, of sexual slavery, of forced pregnancy, among other instances of sexual violence, have come to frame how we view the conflicts in the Congo, in the Central African Republic, or in Sudan. One of the striking characteristics of these stories is that they tend to construct sexual violence as happening mostly, if not only, to women. Though there is little doubt that women make up the majority of victims of wartime sexual violence, the lack of attention vis-à-vis male victims is both worrying and intriguing
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. When wartime sexual violence against men is evoked in the media, it is often through a discourse of exceptionality, of novelty, as if it were a new problem that had just been discovered. Archaeologists, historians and anthropologists have, however, long documented this practice, with examples from all around the world, from ancient times to contemporary warfare. So why do we seem to rediscover it each time a related story is published in a major newspaper, or broadcast on television? A few NGOs like Médecins Sans Frontières 2 relate some male survivors' stories now and then, but these scattered accounts based on individual testimonies contribute to presenting the issue as dramatic, but also as sporadic. In other words, cases of violence against men are usually featured as exceptional occurrences that do not really fit in the grand narrative on wartime sexual violence. As such, they are dismissed as anecdotal, and useless for helping us make sense of the larger picture.
As has been demonstrated by several authors like Sjoberg 3 or Hutchings 4 , narratives on international politics are weaved in such a way that gender issues, and women, are most of the time made invisible, while men's and masculinities' omnipresence in international scripts are normalised and almost never critically scrutinised. In that sense, discourses on wartime sexual violence constitute a striking exception with regard to the general invisibility of women and gender in international politics. In this area of study, femininity works as a common sense, as an implicit explanation, which is mapped against models of hegemonic, dominant, hyper violent and militarised masculinity that put the stress on power and force as masculine traits. Such a script is not, per se, in contradiction with the recognition of the existence of male perpetrators of sexual violence against men, as it is built around associations between femininity and vulnerability, and masculinity and aggression. Yet, this general representation of wartime sexual violence leaves no space for acknowledging male vulnerability, and for recognising the existence of male survivors and of sexual violence against men in general.
Some major cracks have, however, recently begun to appear in these rather simplistic understandings of wartime sexual violence. Scholars and experts working on wartime sexual violence have started taking stock of advances in masculinity studies, highlighting diversities and hierarchies between models of masculinity and also disarticulating equations that had been previously made between men and masculinities, and women and femininities 5 . Reports arriving from conflict zones, focusing on female survivors of sexual violence but also highlighting the plight of male survivors, have laid bare the limits of existing narratives on wartime sexual violence, and have rendered their renovation and restructuring even more urgent. But in spite of this growing awareness, when international documents or policies mention male survivors, it is still almost as an afterthought, and without any significant attempt to understand and analyse the phenomenon, and to devise specifically targeted prevention and support policies.
